
Abandon Ship 
Interagency Decision making During the 
fVJayaguez Incident 
By Richard B. Hughes 

The stn1£1!:Jle on Koh Tang Jllas, in a sense, a w etaphor of the entire Vietnan·t Wm·.· an action 
begun for lllhat seemed a good and noble purpose, 111hich quicldy degenerated into an ugly, desperate 

fight, micromanaged from no less than the office of the President of the United States. 
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- RALPH W E11ERHAJ-IN 
The L'lst Battle: The Mayagucz Incident and the End of the Vietnam War 

I 
n the spring of 1975, Cambodia's 
com munist Khmer Rouge go\'ern­
mcnt seized a U.S. merchant ship, the 

SS Mnyngucz, leading the Uni ted States 
to mount a joint operation to rescue rhe 

ship and irs crew. T he focus of th is effort 
became an assault on Koh Tang, a small 
island in t he Gu lfofThai land approxi­
matdv 30 miles from the Cambodian 
mainland. 1 Despite rhe notable evolu-
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rions in joint and interagency doctri ne 
in the more than -!0 years since t h is 
incident, it remains stri kingly relevant 
because of the naru re of the challenges it 
presented ro interagency decision makers: 
a short timcl ine, lim ited intell igence, 
forces nor ta ilored ro the mission, an 
unpredictable oppo nent, and feve red 
public interest. At the time, t he "Mnyn­

!JIU"Z Incident" was generally viewed as a 
success.2 A more sober review, however, 
shows that t he mil ita ry operat ion nearly 
ended in d isaster. A close exami nation 
of interagency decision making reveals a 
series ofpirt:1 lls, includ ing inte ll igence 
failures, poor inn:ragency commL\nica­
rion , and incomplete assessment of risk. 
These factors led the Natio nal Sec urit y 
Council (NSC) ro make decisions 
that had little chance of furthering 
President Gerald Ford's ~oreign pol ic~· 

objectives and t hat placed U.S. to rces at 
grave risk. M il itary and civilian leaders 
would do well to rev iew the lessons of 
th is crisis, lest they make the same mis­
takes in the futu re. 

The Incident 
It was only 12 days after the tall of 
Saigon, the sobering end to U.S. 
involvement in the Vietnam War. Con­
fidence in U .. military power was at a 
low ebb and the Watergate scandal had 

propelled Gerald ford into the White 
House.' In Cambodia, rhc Khmer 
Rouge, a murderous new anti -American 

communist governmem, had come 
into power in Phnom Pen h less than 
a month earlier. On May 12, 1975, at 
4:03 P. ,\t. local time, the U .S. Defense 
Attache in Jakarta, Indo nesia, after 
consulting with the U.S. Ambassador, 
dashed off an intell igence message to 
Washington . The message relayed a 
Mayday call ti·om a privately owned 
cargo vessel of U . . registry that had 
initially been received by an affi liated 
company in Indonesia: "Have been 
fired upon and boarded by Cambodian 
armed forces at 9 degrees 48 min. 
, / 102 degrees 53 min. E. Ship being 
rowed to unknown Cambodian port."4 

The Cambodians, aH:er ini tially taking 
the vessel to the nearby island of Poulo 
Wai, then moved it to Koh Tang on 
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May 13. T he crew was in itially moved 
there as well, but the following day the~· 

were taken by fishing boat to the port of 
Kompong Som on the Cambodian main­
land.5 By this time, some 12 hours after 
d1e Mayday call, U .. P-3 Orion surveil­
lance aircraft were already keeping d1e SS 
Mrtynguc:; under o bservation. 

President Ford initial ly k:arned of the 
seizure at his morning briefing on May 12 
(it was already evening in Cambodia), and 
the NSC met at approximately noon that 
same day. Because the United States had 
no diplo matic relationship with d1e Khmer 
Rouge government, overnrrcs were made 
to o·~· and contact d1em via China.6 The 

SC reconvened at I 0:30 A.,\t. on May 
13. During d1is meeting, the Presidem 
was intormed d1at d1e S Mn_vngucz 
was anchored at Koh Tang and d1at a 
mil itary ai rcraft had observed what were 
thought to be at least some members of 
d1e crew being moved to d1e island itself.? 
Follo\\~ng this meeting, the President 
directed d1e U.S. military to imerCl:pt any 
vessels approaching or leaving Ko h Tang. 
Vario us mil itary assets were moved closer 

to d1c area, including d1e aircrati: carrier 
USS Com! Sen and the destroyer USS 
Hrrro/d E. Holt. In addition, U.S. Mari11es 

stationed in d1e Philippines and U.S. Air 
Force helicopter ti·om akom Phanom, 
Thai land, converged on Utapao, the clos­

est T hai base to Koh Tang.8 

Late d1at evening (now the morning 
of Ma~· 14 in Cambodia ), a third 1 SC 
meeting was convened. At t he same time, 
U.S. ai rcraft attempted to stop the fish­
ing vessel, which was moving the crew 
to Kompong Som. Although orders 
were to sink such vessels if they did not 
turn around, the U. . pilots had spotted 
"Caucasian taccs" on board and held 
their fi re.9 After warning shots and even 
tear gas were unable to make the boat 
reverse cour e, real-time communica­
tions allowed Pre idem ford to make 
the decision whed1er to sink dlC vessel 
or allow it to proceed. He elected to let 
it move inside the 12 -milc boundary of 
Cambodian territOrial waters and proceed 

to d1e mainland. 10 Still convinced t hat at 
least some of the crew was on Koh Tang 
or still aboard the SS Mnyngncz, d1e NSC 

discussed military options, coalescing on 

a plan to seize d1e island and retake d1e 
U.S. vessel. The~· also authorized U.S. 
aircraft to sink any Cambodian gunboats 
in and around the island. " On the after­
noon of May 14, a fourth N C meeting 
was held and a military plan approvcd. 12 

Less d1an 5 hours later (now d1e 
morning of May 15 in Cambodia), a 
force consisting of 170 U.S. Marines, 
transported via eight U.S. Air Forcc heli­
copters, launched fi·om Utapao to assault 
Koh Tang, with the intent of recovering 
t he SS Mnynguc:; and its crew. Based on 
his jmelligencc briefing at Utapao, the 
commander of the assault torce believed 
that 18 to 20 Khmer irregulars and their 
famil ies were garrisoned on Koh Tang, 
with less d1an 1 00 total people on the 
island.13 The Ddcnse Intelligence Agency 
(DIA), however, believed that "[p]ossibly 
150 to 200 Khmer Communists were 
on th e island, armed with 82mm mor­
tars; 75mm recoille s ritlcs; 30-caliber, 
7.62-mm, and 12.7 -mm machineguns; 
and B4W41 rocket[ - !propelled grenade 
launchers. " 14 T he first helicopters crossed 
the beach shortly after dawn local time 
and immediately received heavy tire ti·om 
prepared positions. Of the first wave of 
eight helicopters, three were shot down 
and the other five received heaw battle 
damage. (Two never rerurncd to base ar1d 

none participated in subsequent opera­
tions. ) \Vhile the original plan envisioned 
d1~1t all U.S. force would land within 10 
minutes, only 13 1 1\llarines landed during 

the course of 17 insertion attempts made 
over 3 hours. Even more troubling, they 

found themselves in isolated and compro­
mised positions.15 

Minutes after the assault began, 
the USS Holt pu lled alongside the SS 
Mnyng11 c:; and placed a security force 
on board, but tound no one there. At 
almost d1e same rime- and perhaps 
spooked b~· d1e tlurry of American air 
activity and the loss of a number of patrol 
boats- the Cambodian government in · 
Phnom Penh ordered the crew of the 
SS Mrryrtg11c:; released. At approximately 

10:00 A.,\L Cambodian time, the USS 
Wi/sou, another destroyer that had just 
arrived on the scene, intercepted a Thai 
fishing vessel with the entire crew of the 
SS Mnyrt_lfltcz onboard. 16 
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Marine and Ai r Force pararescueman of 40'" Aerospace Rescue and Recovery Squadron (in wet suit) run for Air Force helicopter during assault on Koh 
Tang Island to rescue U.S. merchant ship SS Mayaguez and crew. May 15, 1975 (DOD) 

The crew's r-eco, ·er~·, in some sense, 
brought the crisis to :m end, but the :~s­
s:~ult o n Koh T:~ng \\'JS now untorrun:~tely 
a pitched b:~ttk . A second \\'JVe of l 00 
M:~rines fi·om Ut:~pao was bndcd :~round 
noon local time JS the ti.>rce attempted 
to consolid:~te its precario us positions. 
Shortly t hereafter, the~· were advised to 
d isengage and prepare tor extr:~ction. 

\ Vh:~t toll owed \\'as a desper:~te effort to 
retri eve all the Mari nes bdorc nighct3JI. 
Only through tl1e extr:10rdinary heroism 
of the Mari nes, U.S. Air Force, :~nd U.S. 
Navy close air support, nav:~ l gunfire sup­
port (including machine gun fire !Tom tl1e 
gig oftl1e USS Wilson ), and astonishing 
flying by the U.S. Ai r Force H -53 heli ­
copter crews \\'JS this :~ccomplished. T he 
fin:~ I :~ccount of the attack on Koh Tang 
\\'aS sobering: 15 killed in action, with 3 
missing and 49 wounded. These numbers 
do not include an additional 23 Air Force 
personnel killed in :1 Ma~· 13 helicopter 
crash during prep:~r:~tions to r the JttJck. 1-

The three Marines missing in action were 
initiallv believed to have been on tl1c heli ­
copters; their absence was d iscovered on I~· 

after a ti.tl l headcount was t:~ken following 
evacuatio n. How tl1ey d ied will l i ke!~· 

never be ti.tll~· known, although :~u tl1or 

Ralph \ Verterhahn makes :l convincing 
case that they survi\'ed on the island, 
on I~· to be later c:tptured and executed by 
Khmer forces there. 1N 

Analysis of Interagency 
Decisionmaking 
At t he time, the Ford administr:ttion 's 
:tctions during the Mnyngu c:::, Incident 
were seen :ts broadly successti.tl : the 
crew w:ts returned s:tti.: ly, no pro ­
tmcred hostage.: situatio n ensued , and 
it appeared th:tt the U.S. milirar~· had 
cowed the Cambodian communists.'" 
H indsight paints a different picture, 
however. Although the.: low-risk air 
:tttacks o n Kompong om and Cam ­
bodi:tn naval vessels were.: c.:fti.:cti ve in 
influe ncing the Cambodians, the U.S . 
g round assault w:~s ill advised, a risky 
insertio n of poorly prepared troops o n 
an island where none of the crew was 
c11cr located. T he crew's relc:tse was 
made in spire of, not bec:tuse of, the 
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island .tssau lt. 20 The costs o f attack-
ing Koh T:tng were signitic.lnt, with 
a total o f 68 casu:tlties.11 In t3cr, this 
could h:tve been much worse , since, 
:lS described above, the e\·acuarion o f 
the M:~rines near!~· ended in comp lete 
disaster. H ow did this happen? Certain ly 
there were errors in tactics :tnd execu­
tio n, but the errors b~· strategic le.tder­
shi p were much more tell ing 21 

To better consider how this decision­
making evol\'ed, it is usdi.tl to consider 
the perspectives and contri butio ns of 
some o f the key players at the NSC level. 
These include the Dep.lrtmenr of Dde nse 
(DOD), CentraJ Intelligence Agenc~· 

( lA) and Intelligence Community 
bro.tdl~·, and Department of tate. We 
must also determine whether their conui­
butions coalesced into a wc.:ll - integr~tted 
strategic perspective that b:tl:lnced risk to 
and rc.:w:trd tor the national interest. 

Department of Defense 
DOD , including t he Joint C hids of 
Staff and the commander in chief of 
Pacitic Command (C INC PAC ), h:td a 
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cri tical ro le to play during Mnyng ucz 
decisio nmaking . They had to plan to r 
and prepare to e xecute.: operatio ns as 
well as advise Presid ent Fo rd o f his 
options and their militar~' viability and 
risk as the NSC process c.:volvc.:d . In the 
fi rst area, DOD acquitted itself wel l. 
Assets were moved into the area q uickly 
and a true joint effort was made to 
coordinate U.S. Navy, Air Fo rce, and 
!'vlarine Corps fo rces to respo nd to the 
crisis. O n M ay 13 , 1975 , the day to ll ow­
ing the seiz ure o f the ship, DOD pro­
vidc.:d an options paper to t he President, 
showing th ree scenarios fo r recovery o f 
the S Mnyngucz and its crew.23 This 
paper provided reasonable advice abo ut 
t he timing of any attack o n Koh Tang 
and/ o r the Mnyng ucz, appearing to 
tavor waiting until at least the mo rning 
of May 16 for any assaul t. It no ted that 
with such a delay, "[h ]clicopter-bo rne 
assault operations could be conducted 
from the deck o f the [ US ] Com/ Sen," 
by then expected to be.: within miles of 
Koh T:mg, t hus significantly lowering 
the risk of conducting operations ti·om 
Thailand, 190 nautical mi les d istant. l t 
al o advised that the operation " be given 
addition.tl time for the working of t he 
diplomatic process. "2~ 

Untortunately, because t he DOD 
paper was provided to the N C before 
the.: sighting of crewmembers headed to r 
t he Cambodian mainland, it assumed t he 
crew \\\lS eithe r aboard the Mnyng uc=:, 
or o n Koh Tan g. T here is no evidence 
that the paper was ever updated in light 
of thi new informatio n. Likewise, the 
discussio ns at the SC on the evening 
of M ay 13 (after "Caucasians" had been 
spotted being transtCrred to Kompong 
Som) rook no notice of the crew's loca­
tio n, tocusing instead o n how soon an 
assault on Koh Tang could be launched .25 

By the time of the NSC meeting o n 
1\ la~· 1-!, CiA Director Wi lli:un Col b~· 

provid ed t he best update available o n 
the crew's whereabouts, advising the 
President that " the Cambodians have ap­
p.trently transported at least some o f tl1e 
American Crew fi·om Koh Tang Island 
to the mainland, putting them asho re at 
Kompong Som port at about 11 :00 last 
night, Washington time. " 21' David Mets, 
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a C-130 pilot dUJing the o peration, later 
statc.:d , "On Wc.:dnesda~· ( cnr~y 1110m ing, 
May 1411

' DC time), T knew, o r thought I 
knew, ti·om the intelligence broug ht back 
by our A-7 pilot tl1at tl1e Mnyngue=:, crew 
was no t on Koh Tang. But this was not 
so clear back in \ Vashington. " 27 Despite 
til is new and imporrant info rmation, tl1e 
focus remained on Koh Tang. 

Regarding the timing of operations, 
Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger 
ini tially reflected the cautions articulated 
in the paper, informing the President tl1at 
"we need tile mo rning of tl1e 16'h fo r a 
coordinated assault." vVhen ecretarv of 
State Henry Kissinger proposed an assault 
on the mo rning of May 15 , chlesinger 
noted , " the problem with that is that 
the Com! Sen will not be tl1ere." But as 
Colby and others urged quicker action, 
Schlesinger changed cour e, stating, " We 
will b<.: p repared to go on tl1e mo rning 
of the J5•h. " 28 Bv tl1e time of the NSC 
meeting on May 14, the acting head of 
tl1e Jo int Chiefs of Staff, General David 
C . Jones, was committed to an assaul t 
that evening (the following morning, 
Cambodian time).29 T his advancement in 
the.: timc.:l ine created significan t new risks 
fo r the operation, robbing the Marines of 
an extra da~r to plan , forcing tl1e helicop­
ters to o perate fi·om U tapao (a 1.5-hour 
tlight f·i·o m Koh Tang) rathc.:r than the 
USS Corn/ Sen, and restricting the tactical 
air support avai lable in tile initial phases 
of the operation . 

The Intelligence Community 
These risks were amplified bc.:cause 
C IA Director Co lby and others did 
not articulate the fu ll ex ten t o f the 
th reat during the NSC mee tings. U .S. 
intell ige nce produced three estimates 
o f mi litary st rength in the cour e of 
t he crisis. An initia l Intelligence Pacific 
( I PAC) estimate severe! ~· underesti ­
mated Khmer Rouge strength on Ko h 
Tang at only I 0 to 20 soldiers. A JV!ay 
13 I PAC assessment was closer, estimat­
ing I 00 soldiers, wit h 75mm recoilless 
rifles, machine guns, and rocket lau nch­
ers. A May 12 DlA estimate w.ts almost 
per tCct, estimating that there was a 
to tal of ! 50 to 200 so ldiers armed with 
82mm morta rs, 75mm recoi lless rifles, 

machi ne guns, and rocket -propelled 
g renades. Altho ugh neither o f the 
more accurate estimates ever reached 
the opera tional commander, at least 
the I PAC estimate was available to 
the 1SC.3° Colbv o ften characterized 
100 troops as the upper end of enemy 
st rength . During the NSC meeting on 
M ay 13, he no ted , " Our estimate was 
that there were 2,000 in Ko mpo ng 
Som. T he re is not a large force on the 
island [ Koh Tang] ." When President 
Ford responded, " Do you think we can 
fLgure with I 00?" Colby replied , "Yes. 
The K [Khmer Commu nists] have just 
arrived in power. They probably have 
not had t ime to man the island more 
fldl y." The director's written update , 
provided to the President (and brictcd 
verbally) tO the NSC on May 14, did 
nor provide any substantial update on 
the Cambodian fo rces on Koh Tang 
itsel f, focusing instead on the Cam­
bodian o rder o f battle at Kompong 
Som:'1 This was in spite of a request 
at t he Directo r of Central In telligence 
mo rning meeting on May 14 to r a 
full update of the Cambodian order 
of battle.: , which certai n!~· sho uld have 
alerted Colb\' to the more accurate D IA 
esti mJte:u In aggregate, t he C IA direc­
tor's bricts ro the JSC left the impres­
sion that the M arines would e ncounter 
o nly token resistance. General Jo nes 
also seemed unconcerned whe n briefing 
the proposed action o n the afternoon of 
May 1-!, eithe r u naware or u nconcerned 
that his assau lt fo rce would be raking 
o n heavy weapons-capable torces that 
would leave it outgunned :, The Jo int 
Chiefs of Staff certainly mirror~d the 
confidence o t· on-scene commanders, 
who still had access o nly to the earlier 
estimates o f 20 soldie rs with no hea,·y 
weapons.3~ Even the earl iest analyses 
o f the o peratio n concluded that inte l­
ligence fai lu res occurred at all levels:" 

The Stat e Depart ment 
The State Department also had a role 
to play during NSC meetings and was 
ably (or at least powerfully) represented 
b~· Secretary Kissinger.36 Yet Kissinger 
seemed to focus more on mil itary rather 
than diplo matic o ptio ns,37 le;wing t his 
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Marine captain prepares to fire on and destroy important equipment on disabled HH-53 to prevent its capture by Cambodians (U.S. Air Force/ Ronald T. Rand) 

key aspect of national power uno;­
plored. The only ctforts by the State 
Department to use diplomac~· consisted 
o f providing a message to the Khmer 
Rouge via the People's Republic of 
China, both in Washington and in 
Beijing. 38 Although diplomatic commu­
nications with the new (and decidedly 
anti-American) government in Phnom 
Penh were extraordinarily difficult, 
there were potential avenues, including 
Voice of America broadcasts in Khmer 
and Cambodian representatives in Paris 
and Moscow. tate, however, did not 
pursue either of these avenues . .w During 
the initial N C meeting, virtually all of 
Secretary Kissinger's comments related 
to which, nor whether, military actions 
needed to be taken.40 At the next day's 
meeting, Kissinger was absent, and 
Under Secn:rary of State for Political 
Affairs Joseph Sisco represented the Stare 
Department. Sisco did not utter a word 
during the -!5 -minute meeting, and no 
diplomatic options were discussed.41 

State also had indications that the 
Cambodians were wavering and that 
more time might be usetid. A cable sent 
by the U.S. Embassy in Tehran on May 
14 (addressed to the State Department 
:md C INCPAC Hawaii, among orhers) 
titled "Chinese Embassv Tehran believes 
M nyngue::. tO be fi·eed soon" provided 
evidence that the Chinese were pressur­
ing t he Kh mer Rouge to release the vessel 
and crew.42 ) usr before the American 
helicopters lifted o ff to assault Koh Tang, 
the U.S. Foreign Broadcast Information 
Service monitored a domestic radio 
broadcast by the Cambodian minister of 
infornution indicating they would release 
the SS Mn.yngucz and order tl1e ship to 
depart Cambodian waters.43 Neither of 
tl1ese nascent indications that tl1ere might 
be room for a rep:ltliation of hostages 
without mili tary action was ever discussed 
ar the NSC. The role of State in the NSC 
was to serve as the subject matter expert 
on and advocate for diplomacy, yet tl1e 
record shows they did neither of these 
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particular ly well during tl1is crisis. Indeed, 
Secretary Kissinger was the biggest advo­
cate for me usc o f to rce, so much so that 
Christopher). Lamb believes that he was 
aware of the U .. Embassy Tehran 's cable 
and made a conscious decision not to 

share it with his N C collcagues.44 

Strategic Perspective 
If strategy is balancing ends, wa~·s, 

means, and risk, then the Mnyngucz 
Inddent is a stark example of how these 
can become unbalanced. By tailing to 

properly account to r risk, senior leaders 
jeopardized a serio us strategic etback. 
The desired (and achieved) result of 
having the vessel and crew returned was 
certainly critica l to the United rates, 
reeling from geopolitical setbacks in 
Vietnam and a general public percep­
tion that U .S. military power was at 
low e bb. But the President sho uld have 
known mat the military plan presented 
to him had huge risks for the American 
forces and presented little to no chance 
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of recovering the entire crew. The plan, 
as drawn up, called for assaulting Koh 
Tang in spite of the fact that no one 
knew the location of the hostages with 
any certainty. Indeed , the evidence that 
did exist suggested that d1e crew was not 
on Koh Tang, a fact perhaps explained 
by d1e strong focus o f d1e decision mak­
ers o n recovering the ship itselfY They 
may also have been focused on avoiding 
a repeat of d1e 1968 Pueblo Incident, 
a significant black eye for American 
prestige.46 In any event, no t carefully 
accoun ting for d1e crew's whereabouts 
introduced serious risks to U.S. foreign 
policy. If d1e crew had not been released , 
the cosd y assault on Koh Tang would 
certainly have been perceived by many as 
foolish and ineffective, recovering only 
an empty ship and leaving the Khmer 
Rouge still in possession of the crew. The 
crew likely would have made for useful 
ho tages for me Cambodians, even had 
the empty ship been recaptured .47 

Perhaps more importandy, senior 
decisionmakers poorly understood the 
military risks of d1e assaultY The helicop­
ter assault by lig hdy armed Marines wid1 
no combat experience into well -defended 
landing zones against a batde-hardened 
and determined foe with heavy weaponr~' 
went in many ways better than it should 
have. It could just as easily have ended 
wim d1e Marines being completely over­
run.49 Ald10ugh d1e evacuation efforts 
avoided d1is grim turn of events, the 
Mari nes left behind on Koh Tang (assum­
ing d1ey did survi\·e and were captured 
by d1e Cambodians, as noted above) still 
could have been exploited as hostages 
and propaganda tools. 50 In short, d1e 
military assault on Koh Tang incurred 
risk d1at was not justified to achieve the 
ends desired. T his is e pecially true since 
a more nuanced approach might have 
yielded d1e same result; especially telling 
is d1at a more multifaceted approach was 
not even considered s r 

Conclusions 
O ne can be forgiven for viewing the 
Mn.yn.guez Incident as a relic of a 
bygone era; after all , it occurred nearly 
40 years ago, before the Goldwater­
Nichols Department of Defense Reor-
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ganization Act of 1986 and the con­
sequent successfu l joint operatio ns o f 
the past several decades. Yet the issues 
that plagued national leadership duri ng 
the Mnyn.gucz Incident do not seem 
so antiquated when viewed alo ngside 
rho e d1at have confronted mo re recent 
U .. administrations: in telligence not 
reaching the correct decisionmakers, the 
fa ilure of po licymakers to discuss criti ­
cal information at the NSC, po licy and 
operational risks mat seem foolish in 
hindsight, and an imbalanced focus o n 
o ne instrument of national power. 

Could d1e same mistakes be made 
again? Certainly d1e current emphasis on 
joint doctrine and joint education is of 
so me help. The plans presented by DOD 
during the Mn.yn.guez Incident were me 
result of an embryonic joint planning 
process d1at unraveled under d1e stress of 
sho rt-fused planning efforts. My own ex­
periences as a planner at d1e International 
Security Force H eadquarters and Interim 
Joint Command in Afghanistan would 
lead me to believe that we could do 
better, especially at d1e tactical level. 
Likewise , important changes wid1i n the 
Intelligence Community have occurred 
in the past 35 years. Intelligence support 
to operations has certainly improved , 
and lessons learned fi·om the terrorist 
attacks on September 11 , 200 l , among 
others, has led to community-wide 
eflo rts to break down interagency stove­
pipes.52 Likewise, the 1987 standup and 
subsequent evolution of U.S. Special 
Operations Command (USSOCOM ), 
which had its origins in d1e disasn·ous 
Operation Engle Clmv mission to res-
cue American hostages held in Iran in 
April 1980, has significandy enhanced 
the military's ability to rapidly and ef­
fectively plan such operations. In recent 
years, USSO COM and the Joint Special 
Operations Command have shown an 
ability to quickly assimilate intelligence 
and manage risk to execute short-fused 
operations, such as the much publicized 
Operation Nepttme Spen.r, which resulted 
in the dead1 of Osama bin Laden in May 
2011 . T he actions against the Somali 
pirates who hijacked d1e MV Mn.ersk 
Aln.bn.mn. in 2009 also demonstrate d1at 
the employment of special operations 

forces alongside regular m val fo rces has 
come a long way. In Light ofd1ese suc­
cesses, it is hard to imagine an operation 
as chaotic as d1e Mn.yn.gucz Incident in 
the current joint environment. 53 

Yet perhaps me most enduring lessons 
of Mn.yn.gucz are d10Se related to me abil­
ity of d1e NSC to rapidly and effectivcl~, 

synd1esize d1e collective knowledge of 
d1e various stakeholder agencies into a 
truly national perspective. Especially dur­
ing crises that occur in d1e "gray area" 
between war and peace, the N C must 

-formulate and realistically evaluate ap­
proaches mat utilize all d1e instruments 
of national power to resolve a crisis. I 
argue that it is in this area that the biggest 
failures of Mn.yn.gucz occurred. Issues 
mat were known inside each agency 
(fo r example, me actual location of d1e 
ho rages or d1at a hasti ly assembled force 
of Marines would be attacking a well ­
defended island) were never substantially 
discussed at the highest levels. The plan 
to end d1e crisis was focused excl usively 
o n the military instrument of national 
power, despite indications d1at diplomacy 
might have a role to play. Risks to mis­
sion and negative policy implications of 
mission fu ilure were never articulated and 
evaluated by d1e NSC. 

Is d1e current interagency deci­
sionmaking environment substantially 
changed fi·om d1at o f 40 years ago? 
Without the congressional pressure mat 
led to Goldwater-Nichols, USSOCOM 
and other military reforms, the 1 SC 
role in the interagency decisionmaking 
process has remained advisory rather 
d1an directive, creating an environment 
in which individ ual agencies may be 
more worried about protecting their 
equities d1an working toward a common 
objective. In d1is environment, synmesis 
of information and d1e insn·uments of 
national power must occur on an ad hoc 
basis. Equally troubling, such disconn.ects 
at the strategic level also create obstacles 
to collaboration in the field. Recent 
operations in Iraq and Afg hanistan bear 
witness to the ongoing challenges in get­
ting the State Department and mil itar~· 

staffs to work toged1er effectively to 
integrate d1e instruments of national 
power, leading some to say that "d1e time 
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Marines reboard USS Harold E. Holt (DE-1974) from SS Mayaguez aher merchant ship's recovery, Koh 
Tang Island. Cambodia, May 14, 1975 (DOD/Michael Chan) 

has come to look to a new, more effective 
o peratio nal model. " 54 While the NSC has 
certainly contri buted to unity of perspec­
tive at the strategic level, it continues to 
tall well short of unity of c ftort among 
agencies, which is essential to ctfcctive 
strategy and decisionmaking. Instead, we 
rely o n "lead-tallow" relationships be­
tween agencies, often leading to strategic 
solutions dominated by o ne insu·u-
ment of power. Until we have a reliable 
fi-amework that integrates the resources 
each dement o f government brings ro 
bear, we wi ll conti nue to have strategic 
blind spots. These can lead national 
decisionmakers, like tho c in the Ford ad­
ministration during the Mnyngucz crisis, 

to tocus on sing ular solu tio ns (military or 
otherwise) that do not take into account 
all aspects of complex po licy challe nges. 

In the interim , joint leaders would be 
well ad vised to ensure that interagency 
stakeholde rs arc present, cri tical, and 
vocal in planning effo rts, and that advice 
provid~d to national leadership reflects 
a who le-of-government perspective. 
During Mnyngucz, agencies were cer­
tainly present at NSC discussions, b ut 
they tell short in the critical and vocal 
categories; d iplomatic cables were nor 
evaluated, the whereabouts of hostages 
and enemies' d ispositions were not fullv 
discussed, and perilous mil itar~' plans 
were left unquestio ned. Likewise, even 
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the most seasoned joint planner or com­
mander needs to check his assumptions 
and ensure that new data do not conflict 
with the underpinnings of their opera­
tio nal design. Since the SS Mn_vngue::, 
crisi , the need for cardtr lly integra red 
in teragency operations that balance all cl­
ements o f national power and judiciously 
assess risk on an ongoing basis has only 
increased. However, many national lead­
ers believe we arc no better at meeting 
such demands today t han we were 40 
years ago. As former Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard 
Myers argues, we " have to realize that the 
United States' interagency and national 
security apparatus, as curren tly organized, 
can ' t deal effectively with the threats of 
the twenty-first century. " 55 Perhaps, then, 
what tl1e Mn_vngucz Incident teaches us­
and we have been slow to learn- is tl1at 
better national security decisionmak.ing 
will not occur simply by electing more 
talented leaders. Ir requires serious o rga­
nizatio nal reforms similar to those that 
have served to improve joint planning 
and special operations. JFQ 
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